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Against the hopelessness brought on by President Trump’s feckless withdrawal 
from the Paris Accord, and a general lack of political will to bring about policy 
actions that would result emissions cuts, one of the bright spots in the domain of 
climate disruption is ecological activism. From the climate march, to fossil fuel 
divestment campaigns, and online political action, there are glimmers of hope that 
scientists, students, citizen groups, and concerned policy makers are finding ways to 
mobilize against political and economic interests that would obstruct climate action 
at every turn. One of the most interesting areas in which these debates are unfolding 
is in relation to prospective solutions to climate disruption, specifically, as it relates 
to climate engineering.  
 
On a macro level, the discourse surrounding climate, or geo-, engineering tends to 
break down on traditional right/left divides with conservatives in support of 
deploying technology to mitigate climate change – including those who recently 
denied its existence now arguing it was only the “man made” portion they objected 
to (Schmidt, 2010; Niederer, 2013) – and progressives for whom the reliance on 
such technologies to act as sort of panacea is questioned in light of possible 
ecological risk, human error, unintended consequences and the likelihood that these 
technologies will undermine traditional mitigation strategies (Robock, 2008; Hale, 
2012; Heyward, 2013). 
 
On a micro level, the arguments are more nuanced, as the case of climate scientists 
will show. Upon examination, what becomes clear is that climate engineering 
discourse is constituted by competing ideologies that reflect our post-normal world 
of uncertainty and difference (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993). What this reveals is 
that competing discourses around geoengineering are symptomatic of larger socio-
political fissures which are constituted by a distrust of science and the rise of ‘fake 
news.’ When mapped out, these larger considerations, including the power of social 
media activism, the role of science, the ethics of technological advance, the status of 
international agreements, as well as our relation to the natural world, can also be 
examined.  
 
In this article, I provide a comparative, critical discourse driven analysis of activism 
for and against climate engineering. Arguments in support of this approach to 
climate remediation are quintessentially neoliberal and can be found in discourses 
that fetishize entrepreneurialism, support a market driven ideology, and amplify 
creative destruction. Think tanks like the Cato Institute (whose funds come from oil 
and gas companies), billionaires like Bill Gates, and scientists that work with them, 
constitute some for the actors whose research and discourse I examine. I contrast 
this with the ways in which geoengineering is framed by organizations and 
individuals like Bill McKibbon, Vandana Shiva, The ETC Group, and H.O.M.E. who are 
opposed to their use. Their claims depart drastically from neoliberal discourse and 
towards one that is prosocial, ecologically egalitarian, and disruptive of the current 
socio-economic order. They tend to frame objections to geoengineering in terms of 
it constituting a slippery slope, posing unmanageable risks, and being ecologically 
irresponsible. 
Page 1 of 19
URL: http:/mc.manuscriptcentral.com/rcns
Capitalism Nature Socialism
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
 2 
 
The overall objective of this piece is twofold, first, to engage in and unpack the 
discursive frames behind what is a significant site of contestation over how to 
address climate change; and, second, to map out the practices and sites of resistance 
to climate engineering as it comes up against well-funded campaigns in support of 
its use. To conclude, I also make the argument, using social network theory, that the 
strategies, tactics, and modalities of activism used by those that oppose climate 
intervention are better equipped to shape public opinion.  
 
I begin with a condensed discussion of climate engineering followed by an 
explanation of methodology before engaging in the central analysis. In the course of 
this study, not only are the dominant and competing discourses of environmental 
neoliberalism and ecological egalitarianism unpacked and explained, but the 
mechanisms by which each party engages in novel and/or retrograde forms of 
activism and engagement around geoengineering are discussed with an eye to the 
future of climate mitigation. Social media and generalized uses of the Internet, in 
this context, are understood as exploiting the affordances of mobilizing technologies 
for particular purposes. While this study does not assess how these discursive 
frames affect the behaviour and/or opinion of interested individuals and groups, it 
does set the stage for this kind of analysis to take place in the future. 
 
Geoengineering 
At its most basic level, geoengineering refers to a suite of techniques and 
technologies that aim to mitigate climate disruption through direct intervention into 
the earth’s climatic system. The Royal Society’s 2009 report, ‘Geoengineering  
the climate: Science, governance and uncertainty’ (Shepherd, 2009), is seen as the 
definitive guide to geoengineering out of which a litany of publications have been 
produced (Pidgeon et al, 2012; Corner and Pidgeon, 2010; Bellamy et al, 2012.).  
 
The two primary methods of geoengineering are solar radiation management (SRM) 
and carbon dioxide removal (CDR). The objective of SRM technologies is to reflect 
harmful radiation back into space and includes such techniques as stratospheric 
aerosols, which involves injecting aerosols into the stratosphere in order imitate the 
cooling effects of volcanic eruptions, or marine cloud brightening, wherein seawater 
is sprayed into clouds to make them more reflective, and even the deployment of 
space reflectors (Shepherd, 2009; Crutzen, 2006; Tuana et al, 2012; Blackstock and 
Long, 2010). CDR, on the other hand, tackles the problem of high CO2 
concentrations directly by aiming to remove it from the atmosphere. It is 
constituted by methods like ocean fertilization, in which iron is dropped into the 
oceans in anticipation that it will encourage the production of carbon sequestering 
algae blooms, the large scale planting of trees, often referred to as afforestation, and 
enhanced weathering wherein minerals that remove CO2 from the atmosphere are 
manufactured and deployed in a dissolved form on a large scale (Keith and 
Dowlatabadi, 1992; Zhang et al, 2015; Irvine et al, 2014; Williamson et al, 2012). 
Carbon capture and sequestration is also often referred to as a method of CDR 
although there is some disagreement on whether it belongs in this category since its 
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objective is limited to reducing emissions at the point of emission (e.g. near power 
stations) rather than by direct intervention and manipulation of the climate. It is 
notable that while SRM techniques are often criticized for not dealing directly with a 
warming climate, they also considered to be less costly in terms of risk and 
investment (Pidgeon et al, 2013; NERC, 2010). Overall, geoengineering should be 
understood as a set of practices with convergent objectives and characteristics, 
namely, they are interventionist, complex suites of technologies that aim to 
fundamentally transform the climate.  
 
There are vast differences in the progress of research into each of these schemes 
with iron fertilization and stratospheric sulphate injections taking the lead in terms 
of funding, media coverage and small-scale trials.  (Boyd et al, 2012; Stilgoe; 2016; 
Parkhill and Pidgeon, 2011; Asayama et al, 2017; Lukacs, 2017). However what is 
most important, in this context, is how justification and advocacy for and resistance 
against geoengineering, as a generalized category, is discursively formed and 
deployed.  
 
CDA 
At its most basic level, critical discourse analysis, or CDA, is a qualitative 
methodology that aims to reveal how hegemony functions in practice. 
Language, in this context, is viewed, “less a neutral, pure medium of communication, 
than a mediating set of habits, conventions, values and prejudices enabling us to 
make sense of the world.” (Devetak, 2013, 188). Scholars including Norman 
Fairclough (1992, 1995), Gunther Kress (1990), Teun Van Dijk (1991), and Ruth 
Wodak (1995) comprise this school of discourse analysis whose critical approach to 
power, dominance, ideology and inequality constitute a common perspective. 
 
In examining discourse, CDA seeks to reveal how texts, both spoken and visual, can 
serve as sources of inequality and power. In doing so, it aims to examine how these 
discursive sources are maintained and reproduced within specific social, political 
and historical contexts (Bukhari and Xiaoyang, 2013, 9; van Dijk, 1998). As such, 
methodologically the means by which I have apply CDA to expose the discursive 
frames of neoliberalism and its progressive antithesis as it relates to geoengineering 
discourse is through a close reading of policy statements, media reports, position 
pieces and academic articles made publically available by each side of this issue. 
These include the Heartland Institute, the American Enterprise Institute, the Cato 
Institute, and billionaire entrepreneurs like Bill Gates and Richard Branson on one 
hand, and 350.org, The ETC Group, H.O.M.E., and activists like Bill McKibbon, Naomi 
Klein and Vandana Shiva on the other.  
 
The form of CDA used in this article is Norman Fairclough’s interdisciplinary and 
multimodal method, which emphasizes the dialectical relationship between 
language and society, the intertextual relationship between texts, and the role 
language plays in maintaining power relations. In practice, this modality of CDA 
combines several levels of analysis including the examination of texts through 
description and interpretation, the study of how texts are produced, distributed and 
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consumed, and the examination of the socio-cultural practices that shape discourse 
(Fairclough, 1989). It also engages in analysis through a micro/meso/macro level 
framework that examines rhetorical devices, metaphoric structures, syntax, and the 
relations of the text’s production and consumption as well as power relations, and 
the inter-textual relations between texts and between texts and the external world 
(Matsos, 2017; Fairclough, 1995, 2005a, 2005b; Behnam and Mahmoudy, 2013; 
Dittmer, 2012). 
 
The documents examined below are all publically available on the websites of these 
groups and outlets. Personal websites were also consulted (e.g. Bill McKibbon’s). 
Lexis and Google news were searched during the time frames of 2005 and 2017 for 
relevant coverage related to either the institutes listed above or the individuals who 
work for them. The data collected and analysed has been done so consistent with a 
mode of theoretical sampling that is qualitative and works by “carrying out the first 
analyses, finding indicators for particular concepts, expanding concepts into 
categories and, on the basis of these results, collecting further data” (Wodak and 
Meyer, 2009, 27-28). 
 
Discursive Support for Geoengineering 
 
Neoliberalism 
The overarching discursive frame through which supporters fit their arguments in 
favor of geoengineering (both research and testing) is that of neoliberalism. 
Neoliberalism, in this context, is understood as a set of economics and social 
doctrines which embrace policies that place faith in the market, as opposed to the 
state or society, to regulate socio-political and economic life (Harvey, 2005; Saad-
Filho and Johnston, 2005). Historically, neoliberalism has been seen as a reaction 
against Keynesian economics and move towards market and self-regulation of 
socio-economic life (Thorsen, 2010; Munck, 2005; Plewhe et al, 2006). It is 
important to emphasize that neoliberalism expresses itself in different ways and to 
different degrees around the world. In its contemporary form, neoliberalism 
manifests itself in policies including deregulation of markets, privatization of 
companies (inclusive of manufacturers and services), an emphasis on economic 
growth and private property, a valorization of individualism and 
entrepreneurialism, low taxes, and, as such, a limited role for the state. 
Neoliberalism is also marked by economic financialization wherein profits come to 
be made “increasingly through financial channels rather than through trade and 
commodities” (Krippner, 2004, 14). David Harvey perspicaciously describe 
neoliberalism as,  
 
…the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that 
human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 
characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free 
trade…[which is accompanied by] the financialization of everything (Harvey, 
2005, 2 & 39) 
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The three primary ways in which this climate engineering becomes framed as an 
instantiation of neoliberal ideals, and marketed as such, is through the following 
semiotic assemblages: creative destruction, market logic, and entrepreneurialism. In 
what follows I take up each in kind beginning with a brief description of the 
discursive frame itself, and followed by a discussion of the findings that take up how 
geoengineering advocacy utilizes this discourse to justify further research and, 
potentially, deployment.  
 
Creative Destruction 
Creative destruction, as a neoliberal, capitalist principle, is founded on the 
deterministic and evolutionary notion that there is an incessant entelechy of 
innovation built into capitalism wherein new technologies create sufficient 
disruption so as to create new opportunities for market, profit, and economic (GDP 
based) growth (Schumpeter, 1924; Aghion and Howitt, 1990; Aghion et al, 2013; 
Caballero and Jaffe, 1993). For Schumpeter, who coined the phrase,  
 
The fundamental impulse that sets and keeps the capitalist engine in motion 
[creative destruction] comes from the new consumers goods, the new 
methods of production or transportation, the new markets, the new forms of 
industrial organization that capitalist enterprise creates. (Schumpeter, 1950, 
83). 
 
It is significant that climate engineering, like ICTs, microelectronics, and 
biotechnology before it, has been discursively framed as merely another technology 
that Philip Mirowski argues is needed to “exploit acts of creative destruction” which, 
will eventually innovate market solutions to address dire economic problems” 
(Mirwoski, 340). Which is to say that in the same ways that, for example, the 
Internet was, and continues to be, seen as the engine of the creative destruction of 
business, education, and health care, climate engineering could claim the same 
standing in relation to the climate (Topl, 2013).  
 
Robert P. Murphy, in an article for the conservative Library of Economics and Liberty, 
funded by the Conservative Liberty Fund, makes use of this discourse by arguing 
that procrastinating, i.e. postponing carbon abatement while continuing 
geoengineering research, is ideal since “immediate cutbacks in fossil fuel make 
economic sense only in worst-case climate scenarios. He claims that if we rely just 
on the "point estimates" of the benefits and costs of aggressive legislation, then the 
literature suggests it is much cheaper if governments do nothing rather than impose 
steep emission cuts and other regulations” (Murphy, 2009). Murphy bases this on 
the assumption that a technological solution like climate engineering can allow 
society to defer the climate problem long enough so as to lower the input costs 
overall and that this point of ideal deferment is simultaneously accessible and 
transparent. While this is an extreme example of creative destruction, where 
technological innovation is used as a veritable get out of jail free card, it is indicative 
of this larger neoliberal discourse that surrounds geoengineering.  
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The embrace of Schumpterian creative destruction also, in its more libertarian 
forms, functions to circumvent or undermine government action and policy which is 
seen as slow-moving, reactive, and motivated by special interests, whereas the 
market is free to support innovative solutions to climate change through such 
venture as climate engineering. AEI Senior fellow Kevin Haslett expresses this 
rhetoric in an interview in which he states, “Regardless of where you are on climate 
change, the one thing you know about politics is that politicians almost never make 
the right choices" (Chemnick, 2013). Sam Thernstron, also of the American 
Enterprise Institute, echoes this sentiment in asserting that climate engineering, as 
an innovation heavy, market led approach, offers “three powerful virtues in a 
climate policy that mitigation, at the moment, cannot claim”… it is “fast,” 
“affordable,” and “effective” (Mooney, 2010). These descriptors are almost 
exclusively employed to describe technological fixes that express the ethos of 
creative destruction like geoengineering, as opposed to the government heavy, slow 
moving, and consensus driven actions required by emissions cuts, energy efficient 
technologies, and changes to consumption. 
 
In contrast, activists have suggested that perhaps the creative destruction we need 
is that of “creative human interventions” involving the “dismantling of the fossil-fuel 
economy and a variety of restoration and repair activities” (Head, 2016, 16) 
 
Entrepreneurship 
The rhetoric of entrepreneurship poses as a significant justificatory dispotif with 
respect to geoengineering because of how technology fits into the cultural narrative 
of extraordinary possibilities invented by the neoliberal entrepreneurial subject. 
What is unique about this rhetoric is the way in which it affirms what Kirzner calls a 
‘discovery’ theory of entrepreneurship that draws on individual creativity, 
innovative spirit, and risk-taking to produce a new technological reality that is able 
to solve contemporary problems like climate change with the least amount of socio-
economic discomfort (Kirzner, 1973; Hanlon, 2014; Drucker, 1984). 
 
A noteworthy manifestation of the rhetoric of entrepreneurship can be seen in   
Billionaire Virgin Group Ltd. Chairman Richard Branson’s 2015 $25M, as yet 
unawarded, Earth Challenge prize aimed at awarding designs that are able to, on a 
net basis, remove “significant volumes of anthropogenic, atmospheric GHGs each 
year for at least 10 years", which "should be scalable to a significant size in order to 
meet the informal removal target of 1 billion tonnes of carbon-equivalent per year" 
(Virgin Earth Challenge, 2009). This is part of his plan to draw on the world’s 
entrepreneurs to deal with the consequences of global warming through 
technological advance. In an interview with The Economist, Branson uses the phrase 
‘enlightened capitalism’ to characterize the type of spirit needed to tackle structural 
problems including climate change. This would entail, according to Branson, that  
 
Entrepreneurs find and solve problems. We need more of them. Workers 
must be able to contribute intelligently to their businesses. If we can start 
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 7 
working with our people we will go further than we would just writing 
cheques. Embrace the biggest entrepreneurial opportunity of our lifetime 
[sic] Let's create wealth and jobs from the business of saving the planet. 
Harnessing and protecting our natural resources is the new frontier for 
entrepreneurs. We have the technology to capitalise on this opportunity, we 
now need the funds and right government policies to help scale these 
opportunities (The Economist, 2010).  
 
This discourse akin to ‘enlightened corporatism,’ justified through the funding of 
climate engineering research by the likes of Shell and Exxon Mobile whose 
motivations tend to be less about promoting ecological care and more about 
maintaining profitability. 
 
Bill Gates also exemplifies this neoliberal ethos of entrepreneurialism through his 
media, monetary, and business support of companies and scientists pursuing 
climate engineering. Most recently, he has given 7 million dollars to David Keith and 
Frank Deutsch of Harvard to fund a pilot test SRM in the form of stratospheric 
sulfate dispersal using a tethered high altitude balloon in order to measure the 
behavior and reflectivity of a variety of particulates including sulphate, calcium 
carbonate or alumina. In an interview with the Sydney Morning Herald, Gates is 
careful to say that geoengineering is, at best, a backup strategy, “a fire extinguisher 
that puts the flames out for decades as opposed to a real solution,” yet he has 
invested significantly in SRM research including a $20 billion venture fund aimed at 
nurturing environmental entrepreneurialism, (Vance, 2016; Acharya, 2016), He 
also, in the same piece, stresses the need for a climate technology miracle, in the 
same vein of the Internet and PC, that would be an outcome of “research and 
development and the human capacity to innovate” (Vance, 2016). 
 
Gill makes the case that this particular discursive practice relies less on the 
traditional rhetoric of ‘The American Dream’ but on an ethos of the “entrepreneurial 
man” who encompasses “a rejection of the social contract,” and which is particularly 
manifest with geoengineering, whose risks, like its benefits, are likely to be unevenly 
shared. It is also consonant with a more neoliberal and self-contained confidence in 
“a privatized, entrepreneurial American dream” (Gill, 2013, 331). 
 
What Gates and Branson’s framings of geoengineering as a solution to climate 
disruption represent is the perpetuation of the neoliberal construct of the individual 
as a self-governing and empowered entity best placed to use his, and it is usually a 
‘his,’ entrepreneurial perspicacity to solve the climate problem and, in doing so, 
fulfill the ideal “quest for self-expression, freedom…prosperity” (Davis and Bansel, 
2007, 249-250), tied to this particular ideology. This is positioned in direct 
opposition to the kinds of collective action and behavior-based solutions proposed 
by those opposed to climate engineering discussed in the next section. 
 
Discursive Opposition to Geoengineering: An Ethic of Care 
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 8 
In opposition to the neoliberal discourse that supports climate engineering, activism 
against its use and further research is grounded in an ecological ethics of care 
deployed with a savvy use of social media (Curry, 2011; Curtin, 1991). Put another 
way, what is unique about this association is the way in which an ethically grounded 
approach to environmental stewardship, which aims to deal with a problem that is 
intergenerational, global, and institutionally lacking, has mobilized the Internet not 
only to disseminate information, as many advocates have done, but to assemble a 
network of opposition groups actively working to launch geoengineering 
counternarratives and put forth a robust approach to the world that is both radical 
and far-reaching (Gardiner, 2004; Grubb, 1995; Page, 2007).  
 
Danger and Risk 
The first and most prominent discursive strategy used by opponents of 
geoengineering is that of danger and risk in line with Ulrich Beck’s conception of a 
‘Risk Society’ defined as a world in which risks are no longer bounded in time and 
space, defy the traditional understandings of responsibility, and are incalculable 
with respect to insurance and compensation (Beck, 1999a, 1999b; Matten, 2004). 
Intuitively, the argument is that the myriad of potential side effects, unintended 
consequences, and unforeseen outcomes of geoengineering vitiates of against its use 
in climate change mitigation. Depending on the technique, risks cited include ocean 
acidification, disruptions to precipitation patterns, termination costs, paralysis in 
governance, deleterious effects on the ozone layer, and impacts on biodiversity 
(Robock et al, 2009; Hegerl, Solomon, 2009; Corner, Pidgeon, 2010; Ross, Matthews, 
2009). Hands Off Mother Earth, or the HOME, is one such campaign for who this 
discourse was deployed effectively.  
 
HOME was founded by the ETC Group, a noted Canadian environmental activist, 
research, and public policy organization, in 2010 at The World People’s Conference 
on Climate Change in Cochabamba, Bolivia and is made up of a coalition of NGO’s, 
activist groups, indigenous organizations and civil society groups to “register their 
opposition to geoengineering experiments” (HOME, 2010). They lobbied to get the 
signatories of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity to impose a moratorium on 
geoengineering experiments through the use of a media campaign and photo 
petition featuring the palms of activists, celebrities, and everyday individuals with 
the words “Hands off Mother Earth” written on their palm in front of an image of the 
earth from space.1 The frames used in their campaign incorporates risk and danger 
into their literature such as:  “Stop Geoengineering: Our Home is Not a Laboratory” 
and “Global Experiments: There is no Planet B.” It also consist of characterizations of 
geoengineering that include describing these techniques at tantamount to treating 
the earth “like a laboratory,” typifying ocean fertilization techniques as “changing 
the chemistry of our oceans,” and referring to sulphate seeding as “polluting the 
upper atmosphere with sulphur particles.” Further descriptions of geoengineering 
as a “huge risk,” “a gamble,” lacking transparency, and driven by profits constitutes a 
                                                        
1 The moratorium does have carve-outs for small scale testing and is weak in terms of enforcement 
mechanisms. 
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 9 
persuasive set of discursive techniques aimed at articulating assemblages around 
danger and risk in order to mobilize opposition (HOME, 2010). Recontextualizing 
risk as unmanageable by challenging “the already dominant structures of meaning 
and power,” where technology is seen as a panacea, is precisely what this discourse 
aims to do  (Grossberg, 2006, 162).  
 
The ETC Group, in a letter to the IPCC, calls draws directly on a discourse of risk to 
challenge geoengineering as a viable option: 
 
The prospects of artificially changing the chemistry of our oceans to absorb 
more CO2, modifying the Earth’s radiative balance, devising new carbon sinks 
in fragile ecosystems, redirecting hurricanes and other extreme weather 
events are alarming. The potential for accidents, dangerous experiments, 
inadequate risk assessment, unexpected impacts, unilateralism, private 
profiteering, disruption of agriculture, inter-state conflict, illegitimate 
political goals and negative consequences for the global South is high. The 
likelihood that geoengineering will provide a safe, lasting, democratic and 
peaceful solution to the climate crisis is non-existent (ETC, 2014). 
 
This unequivocal statement utilizes risk and danger as a practice of discourse that 
others have used to critique suspect research practices that include climate 
engineering as well as germline genetic engineering and artificial intelligence. This 
dispotif places democratic, grassroots and peaceable development practices in 
opposition to the top down, hierarchical and hazardous ethos promoted by 
geoengineering.  
 
In the letter, the ETC Group discursively set up geoengineering in opposition to 
options for mitigation including alternative energy, cuts to emissions, ecologically 
resonant and prosocial modes of development, international cooperation and 
coordination, and research based on the precautionary principle. Moreover, the fact 
that this letter was signed by over 160 international organizations, indigenous 
groups, NGO’s, civil society and activist groups, as well as noted environmentalists, 
and disseminated through various social media platforms with the capacity for input 
and dialogue, calls attention to the way in which mobilization against 
geoengineering has made use of more dialogic modes of communication that 
proponents lack (Kent, Taylor, 1998). Ideally, it is this kind of mobilization, 
facilitated by a set of technologies that are at once constituted by and constituting of 
engaged communication, that could result in the rejection of geoengineering as a 
viable option. Albeit with full acknowledgement of the significant limitations posed 
by online activism in terms of access, cost, corporate power, consumerism, 
censorship, echo chambers, propaganda, and trolling (Curran et al, 2016; Morozon, 
2011; Hindman, 2008). 
 
The danger dispotif, however, has a positive corollary that makes use of 
environmental ethics in a manner lacking in the oftentimes crude pragmatism of 
proponents of geoengineering. This discursive inversion of risk is appealing on 
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many levels by proffering a viable alternative vision of human-environment 
interaction. Drawing on such frameworks as ecofeminism, Deep Ecology, the Gaia 
Theory, and the Land Ethic, opponents of geoengineering have been able reshape 
environmental discourse in profound ways and successfully disseminate their vision 
via social media campaigns (Leopold, 2014; Lovelock and Lovelock, 2000; Naess, 
1984; Mies, Shiva, 1993). 
  
The much touted ‘Leap Manifesto,’ penned by the likes of Naomi Klein and backed 
by a host of NGO’s, academics, unions, celebrities, legal organizations and advocacy 
groups, makes use of this ecologically resonant corollary by calling for an economy 
based on care in which, “Caring for one another and caring for the planet 
could…[become] the economy’s fastest growing sectors,” in which respecting 
indigenous knowledge that “bind us to share the land,” is the norm, and where 
“localized and ecologically-based agriculture systems” dominate (The Leap 
Manifesto, 2016). While the manifesto itself does not discuss geoengineering 
explicitly, many of its adherents, including Naomi Klein and David Suzuki, are critics 
with Klein in particular warning that these technologies are both “untested and 
untestable with a high likelihood that, in the case of injecting sulphur into the 
stratosphere, the resultant droughts “would give us (or some of us) the power to 
exile huge swaths of humanity to sacrifice zones with a virtual flip of the switch” 
(Klein, 2012). Klein is also critical of the philanthrocapitalism that is characteristic 
of the likes of Gates and Branson in that it places decision-making power in the 
hands of an unelected, unaccountable and impervious elite (Klein, 2017).  
 
Cumulatively, the danger apparatus works to establish a narrative around 
geoengineering that highlights its unintended and potentially catastrophic 
consequences for the world’s most vulnerable. What is unique about its deployment 
is how embedded it is in online social activism in conjunction with its simultaneous 
use of a social justice and narrative of ecological entanglement that makes it distinct 
from rhetoric that supports of geoengineering. I argue that this lacunae is a key 
factor which, when combined with persuasive counternarratives, could rhetorically 
challenge climate engineering in materially consequential ways. 
 
Slippery Slope 
A final regime of discursive practice deployed by those critical of climate 
engineering in all its forms is that of the slippery slope. The slippery slop argument, 
as a means of argumentation, rests on the thesis that a “particular act, seemingly 
innocuous when taken in isolation, may yet lead to a future host of similar but 
increasingly pernicious events” (Schauer, 1985, 383). It also encapsulates the fear of 
technological lock-in or inertia as delineated below.  
 
The slippery slope argument is also often referred to as the path dependency thesis 
which, when applied to geoengineering, makes the case that if research in the form 
of small scale trials is allowed proceed, the accumulated technological, political, and 
corporate momentum will render its large scale deployment all but inevitable with 
the likelihood for a plethora of consequences, from drought and ocean acidification 
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to ozone depletion, all the more likely (Hamilton, 2010; Cairns, 2014; Jamieson, 
1996).  Vested interests that arise out of continued geoengineering research, as a 
result of committed investments and bureaucratic inertia would also make its use 
significantly more likely. 
 
Concretely, climatologist Alan Robock, in his widely cited article “20 Reasons Why 
Geoengineering May Be a Bad Idea,” draws on this discourse to asserts that the risks 
of geoengineering, including human error, regional climate effects, ocean 
acidification, uncontrolled costs, ethical concerns, and negative effects on 
biodiversity, would have to be significantly clarified and dealt with before any kind 
of testing is possible because of the chance of sociotechnical lock-in (Robock, 2008). 
Clive Hamilton echoes this consequentialist concern in a 2010 presentation warning 
against overlooking a key feature of geoengineering – namely, to discursively 
exaggerate “the benefits of Plan B [over Plan A] and downplaying its risks and costs” 
(Hamilton, 2010, 10). The discourse, he argues, works best when a powerful 
constituency meets technological capacity with the ability deploy a dominant 
discursive framing that minimizes risk. 
 
The ETC Group also makes use of this discursive frame to challenge geoengineering 
in their online commentary, media analysis, and policy reports. In a 2009 article 
posted online, the group speculates that even cautious, well-governed and 
constrained research is deeply problematic since, “A yellow light can quickly turn 
green,” and where “Even the most careful computer models won’t be able to predict 
what will happen if an experiment is scaled-up and moved out of doors” (ETC Group 
2009b). Here, attention is brought to the normalization of risky technologies that 
gains traction through testing.  
 
Similarly, in addressing climate negotiations, the group asserts that,  
 
Participants in the climate change negotiations must be aware of the slippery 
slope that opening the door to geoengineering will put them on. Once 
governments opt for a techno-fix to the climate change quagmire, it will be 
very difficult to refocus attention and resources on the need to cut emissions 
in wealthy countries (ETC Group, 2009a).  
 
Here, the ETC Group has fused the slippery slope frame with the moral claim that 
wealthy countries should focus on the difficult work of economic restructuring 
based on cuts to net consumption as well as emissions. Pouring resources into 
‘techno-fixes’ is thus seen as irresponsible and requiring immediate contestation.  
 
University of Oxford’s Raymond T. Pierrehumbert, current Halley Professor of 
Physics and lead author on the Third Assessment Report of for the IPCC, uses the 
slippery slope argument to argue against David Keith’s Harvard experiment which 
he contends is tantamount to ‘crossing the rubicon’ by leading to “ever-larger field 
trials and ultimately deployment” (Pierrehumbert, 2017). Its valence is rooted in the 
direct discursive link it makes between geoengineering and reasons to resist which 
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is intuitive as well as bolstered empirical and anecdotal support (Lamberts, 1995; 
Corner et al, 2011). It is notable that Pierrehumbert’s perspective appears in a self-
authored blog post written for a larger audience for the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists and refers to The Guardian, The New York Times, and the particular 
dangers associated with scientific practice under Donald Trump. 
 
It is also significant that many academic papers that cast doubt on geoengineering 
also employ slippery slope thesis yet often insert a more complex understanding of 
how it operates by highlighting the complexity of cause and effect, the 
multidirectional nature of change, the dangers of deterministic thinking, and its 
inherent conservatism (Robock, 2008; Preston, 2013; Van der Burg, 1992). 
Theoretically, most of these pieces take a perspective that stems from a social 
constructivist view of technology that seeks to demonstrate how socio-technical 
regimes can become entrenched once a certain level of momentum, money, interest, 
hope, and political capital has been expended. As Preston argues, these technologies 
“promise a type of lock-in that might dangerously restrict future options” (Preston, 
2013, 28). A similar argument has and continues to be made around genetic 
engineering whose continued research in the most controversial areas, e.g. somatic 
cell therapy, it is argued, could lead to eugenic based human engineering (Nelson, 
2016; Walton, 2016). 
 
Yet, it is the forms of activism, and the persuasiveness with which discursive frames 
like that of danger and the slippery slope they have been deployed linguistically and 
visually online that is particularly interesting. It is precisely what is lacking in the 
assemblages drawn on by opponents which, as I argue below, augurs well for 
environmental movements whose objective is to challenge technological hegemony 
by rearticulating “already dominant structures of meaning and power” that 
surround climate change (Grossberg, 1996, 162). 
 
Social Movement Theory 
The analytic frame most applicable to describing the forms of activism taking place 
against climate engineering is that of social movements as described by 
contemporary social movement theory for which a robust argument can be made 
that the more fissiparous and rhizomatic network driven activism of 
environmentalists, which relies on discourses that are compelling, well argued, and 
direct, are likely to be more successful in our present socio-political and media 
saturated environment (Porta et al, 2009; Morris, 2000; Rootes, 2010; Bevington, 
Dixon; 2005).  
 
As such, coalitions, ad hoc partnerships, and innovative affiliations without the 
traditional form of centralized leadership (of the sort seen in Black Lives Matter, 
The Women’s March, Occupy, and mobilizations against the Dakota Access Pipeline 
and which take advantage of the symmetrical asymmetry of social media) has an 
advantage over groups advocating for geoengineering who, although they too use 
social media, are largely used in line with routine objectives of informational 
dissemination to rarefied academic, corporate, and policy-driven audiences. It is 
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significant that the social movement framework does not adequately describe the 
ways in which groups and individuals in support of climate engineering have 
mobilized which tend to be more traditional, top-down, insular, meaning with less 
public outreach, and institutionally driven. This augurs well for groups like H.O.M.E 
and the ETC Group for whom digitally based grassroots organizing has been 
relatively successful. 
 
Conclusion 
Cumulatively, what I have tried to do in this article is provide a preliminary mapping 
of the neoliberal discursive strategies used by actors who support geoengineering 
which are then posed in contradistinction to the ecological framings deployed by 
groups opposed to its future use. Creative destruction, market entrepreneurialism, 
risk, and the slippery slope constitute assemblages that permeate much of climate 
engineering discourse in ways that are meant to garner public attention and 
generate support for either side. Opposition groups like the ETC Group and HOME, I 
argue, have been able to take advantage of on the Internet to produce content and 
launch campaigns that work much better than those of their counterparts such as 
The Heartland Institute, The American Enterprise Institute, and even celebrity 
entrepreneurs. This constitutes a significant finding for climate activists interested 
in challenging geoengineering technologies. Finally, it is important to note that 
many of these debates will continue to take place online which, if scepticism of  
large scale techno-fixes is to prevail, will have to, perhaps ironically, capitalize on 
one revolutionary technology to forestall another. 
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